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The United States Comments on the  
Definition of Animal Welfare 

 
The United States takes this opportunity to comment on the definition of animal welfare as 
recently adopted at the 76th General Session of the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE).  
As was the case with other Member countries, the United States did not have adequate time to 
consult with its stakeholders nor adequate opportunity to properly review the new definition 
which was only proposed for the first time in April just prior to the May General Session 
following the meeting of the Terrestrial Animal Health Standards Commission. The United 
States asks the OIE that when new text is presented for comment, that adequate time be given to 
Member countries so that the proposals can be properly reviewed by each country. 
 
The definition of animal welfare as adopted in May 2008 reads as follows: 
 

Animal Welfare: means how an animal is coping with the conditions in which it 
lives.  An animal is in a good state of welfare if (as indicated by scientific 
evidence) it is healthy, comfortable, well nourished, safe, able to express innate 
behavior, and if it is not suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, fear, and 
distress.  Good animal welfare requires disease prevention and veterinary 
treatment, appropriate shelter, management, nutrition, humane handling and 
humane slaughter/killing.  “Animal welfare” refers to the state of the animal; 
the treatment that an animal receives is covered by other terms such as animal 
care, animal husbandry, and humane treatment. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

General Comment: The proposed definition is overly broad because it goes beyond 
defining the term animal welfare and includes specific conditions required for the 
animal to achieve “good animal welfare”.  As the definition clarifies, the state of the 
animal’s welfare is separate from the treatment and conditions provided to the 
animal.  The determination of components required to achieve the minimum 
acceptable level of animal welfare is best left to the specific OIE welfare guidelines 
that will “elaborate recommendations and guidelines covering animal welfare 
practices, reaffirming that animal health is a key component of animal welfare.”    
 
 Additionally those guidelines must be science-based pursuant to OIE’s mission 
related to animal welfare: 

“to provide international leadership in animal welfare through the 
development of science-based standards and guidelines, the provision of 
expert advice and the promotion of relevant education and research.” 
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The United States, therefore, suggests the following specific changes to the adopted definition 
(suggested language is shown as double-underlined and deleted language is shown as strike 
through): 
 
Comment by Sentence: 
 
Animal welfare: 
 
Means how an animal copes with the conditions environment in which it lives.  Animals may use 
a variety of behavioral and physiological methods when trying to cope with a stressor within 
their environment.   
 

• The United States recommends replacing the word “conditions” with the word 
“environment” for the following reasons: 

o The word “environment” is used in the peer reviewed published definition of 
animal welfare by Broom (1991): “The term ‘welfare’ refers to the state of an 
individual in relation to its environment, and this can be measured.”  This 
definition is widely accepted by the scientific community specializing in the area 
of animal welfare and stress physiology. 

o The word “environment” is more encompassing and allows for changes in the 
experiences of the animal over time. 

 
Further, the United States recommends adding the sentence as shown because it defines 
the mechanisms an animal can use to cope with perceived psychological, physical, social 
or biological stressors within their environment thereby addressing both the mental states 
(distress, fear, or pain) and biological function (physiology) of the animal when 
confronted with a stressor.  These are the mechanisms by which we can and have 
objectively and scientifically evaluated the welfare of the animal.  

 
 
An animal is in a good state of welfare if (as indicated by scientific evidence) it is healthy, 
comfortable, well nourished, safe, able to express innate behaviour, and if it is not suffering from 
unpleasant states such as pain, fear, and distress. 
 

• The United States recommends deleting this sentence because:  
 

- it does not define the term “animal welfare.” Instead, it adds specific conditions required 
for the animal to achieve “good animal welfare”.  The level of care and conditions required 
for an animal to achieve the minimum acceptable level of welfare should be provided in the 
guidelines and open for review and comment from Member countries.  
 
-the terms “comfortable” and “safe” are not defined and are highly subjective. Pursuant to 
the OIE mission of developing science-based guidelines, the United States believes such 
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subjective terms should be excluded from definitions, unless they are further defined and 
adequate science exists to allow for objective measurement.    
 
- the sentence is not scientifically valid because for an animal to experience a continuous 
state of “good” welfare as prescribed in this sentence, is not a rational goal.  The welfare of 
an animal can vary from very poor to very good as defined by Curtis (1986), Duncan 
(1987), and Broom (1991).  Animals – including humans – naturally and normally exist 
from time to time in any and all of those states of being.  Thus the proposed definition 
neither accounts for all possibilities nor explains or addresses the welfare continuum that is 
widely accepted by the scientific community specializing in the area of animal welfare and 
stress physiology.    
 
-the sentence’s validity is further questioned because, according to this sentence, an animal 
must experience each and every quality at the same time for the animal to be in a good state 
of animal welfare.  Yet, according to the Moberg (1985) model of stress, an animal must 
recognize the stimulus as a stressor; the animal must then elicit a biological defense against 
the stressor, and then recover from the consequences of the stress response.  It is this last 
stage of the stress response that determines whether an animal is suffering from distress or 
merely experiencing a brief episode in its life that will have no significant impact on its 
welfare.  An animal may experience a brief stimulus that is perceived by the animal as a 
stressor, but if the animal can remove or overcome the stressor with little consequence to 
the animal’s biological resources, the animal will not experience distress and therefore have 
no significant impact on its welfare.  
 
-the requirement for an animal to simultaneously be “healthy, comfortable, well nourished, 
safe, able to express innate behavior, and not suffering from unpleasant states such as pain, 
fear, and distress” to be in a good state of welfare is impossible to achieve in reality because 
of the complexity of social interactions among animals.  For example, dominance behavior 
is an innate behavior expressed by many species that can inherently create an environment 
that will diminish the health and welfare of co-inhabitants within the group.  Studies of 
various species have shown that fighting to establish dominance order can cause distress 
and may result in injury that can be painful and compromise the health of the animal, or 
even result in death, obviously impacting the welfare of individuals within the social cohort.  
Furthermore, studies have also shown that the social order of a pig in a group can have an 
impact on that animal’s immune function, endocrine response, and performance well past 
the initial establishment of the social order.   Therefore, fulfillment of all the requirements 
for some individuals can greatly decrease the welfare of other individuals. 

 
   

Good animal welfare requires disease prevention and veterinary treatment, appropriate shelter, 
management, nutrition, humane handling and humane slaughter/killing.   
 

• The United States recommends deleting this sentence from the definition for the 
following reasons: 

o It does not add to the definition of animal welfare.  Rather it is trying to be 
prescriptive as to what is required for an animal to have good welfare.  This is 
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inappropriate because it is an objective that should be reserved for the actual 
guidelines;   

o As described in the last sentence of the proposed definition, welfare is a 
characteristic of an animal, not something that is given to it (Broom, 1991).  The 
listed items may have an impact on the welfare of the animal but may not always 
translate into good animal welfare just because these actions are performed;  

o The list of what is required for good animal welfare is not all inclusive.  There are 
many other husbandry procedures and practices that could or should be followed 
to positively impact the welfare of the animal.  

 
 
 
To summarize, after incorporating the technical rationale describe above, the proposed 
definition reads as follows: 
   

Animal Welfare: means how an animal is coping with the conditions environment in 
which it lives.  Animals may use a variety of behavioral and physiological methods when 
trying to cope with a perceived stressor within their environment.  An animal is in a good 
state of welfare if (as indicated by scientific evidence) it is healthy, comfortable, well 
nourished, safe, able to express innate behaviour, and if it is not suffering from 
unpleasant states such as pain, fear, and distress.  Good animal welfare requires disease 
prevention and veterinary treatment, appropriate shelter, management, nutrition, humane 
handling and humane slaughter/killing.   Animal welfare refers to the state of the animal; 
the treatment that an animal receives is covered by other terms such as animal care, 
animal husbandry and humane treatment. 
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